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Foreword 


The Corcoran Gallery of Art is honored to show the early paintings of Stanley 
William Hayter. The paintings are shown at the Gallery for the first time in America. 

As Jacob Kainen stated so well in his excellent essay “the paintings of Hayter may 
come as a surprise to those who have always associated the artist with printmaking.” His 
influence as a printmaker working from his now famous atelier in Paris has been consider¬ 
able throughout the world of printmaking. Yet his early interests and involvement as a 
painter should not be overlooked. 

The exhibition contains a selection of Hayter paintings from the years 1930-1949. 
The large canvases explore the world of surrealism so fascinating to the artist. Although 
neglected in the past, the paintings are of major historical and aesthetic significance. To 
the student of art the paintings will give an invaluable insight into the emergence and de¬ 
velopment of the artist. 

The Corcoran Gallery of Art is pleased to show the work of such an internationally 
famous artist and to collaborate with the Lunn Gallery in bringing attention to the early 
paintings of Stanley William Hayter. Along with the prints and drawings they offer a 
unique opportunity to examine and enjoy the work of this distinguished artist. 


Roy Slade 
Director 

Corcoran Gallery of Art 
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Introduction 


In the 1930s and 1940s Stanley William Hayter produced some of the best paint¬ 
ings of the period. This statement may come as a surprise to Americans who know Hayter 
almost exclusively as a printmaker, and who may be vaguely familiar with his more re¬ 
cent paintings but have had no opportunity to see his earlier work. Now, for the first time, 
a group of his paintings before 1950 is on view in this country together with a broad range 
of his rarely-seen early drawings and a good sampling of prints. 

One is immediately struck by the sharp difference between the paintings of the 
1930s and those of the 1940s. The spiritual and emotional content are the same, but the 
aesthetic approach has changed. The thirties paintings are in the high early surrealist vein 
but have a grandiosity of concept rarely matched in that style by Hayter’s European con¬ 
temporaries and certainly not by any American. Flayed figures seem trapped in hostile 
landscapes with wild formations and fantastic obstacles. This is painting of the human 
condition, similar in outlook to Matta’s work after 1940. The forms are ribboned, 
perforated and have exposed nerves and musculatures, but they are solidly painted in clear 
if occasionally moody colors. Man-Eating Landscape and Eclosion (1937), and The Runner 
(1939) are large ambitious paintings, but the most impressive work of the thirties in this 
group is the monumental Parturition (1939), which seems a bridge to the flatter, more cal¬ 
ligraphic approach of the 1940s. Tangled, trussed forms resolve themselves into a man 
bending over a woman who is in the process of giving birth. A severe flattened landscape 
background, an intimation of the coming change in stylistic direction, carries out the pre¬ 
dominantly green, orange and yellow color scheme of the composition. 

To my mind, this is one of the major paintings of the 1930s and a landmark of the 
surrealist sensibility. By 1940, when Hayter moved to the United States for a ten-year so¬ 
journ, this kind of illusionism was behind him. 




The “automatic” side of his art, as foreshadowed by Oedipus, the engraving and 
soft-ground etching of 1934, now took over. Henceforth the brushing was looser and more 
overtly linear, and the engravings and drawings moved in the same direction. Graham 
Reynolds has astutely commented that the Myth of Creation, the engraving and soft- 
ground etching of 1940, “calls to mind the looseness of organisation which Arshile Gorky 
was to display in his paintings.” 

As a graphic artist Hayter occupies a unique historical position. He adapted the old 
and neglected art of line engraving to the advanced sensibilities of the 20th century; he ex¬ 
tended the use of soft-ground etching to create tonal veils through the impress of cloth 
meshes and other materials; and he was instrumental in developing new methods of print¬ 
ing in color in intaglio work. Except for brief periods in the late 17th and in the 18th cen¬ 
turies and for a time at the turn of this century, almost all intaglio printmaking had been in 
black and white; after Hayter’s innovations color printing in the etching and engraving 
media has been widely practiced, mostly through methods developed at Atelier 17. 

From the beginning he was a printmaker of great gifts, even before he was attracted 
to surrealist doctrine and technical venturesomeness. His Rue des Plantes (1926) and the 
album of six prints, Paysages Urbains (published in 1930), are entirely in drypoint, a com¬ 
monly practiced, elementary medium. But the work is already intense, spirited and origi¬ 
nal and compares favorably with the best graphic work of the period. 

Hayter, particularly after 1940, was an exponent of the free line. He relished long 
exploratory curves of classical purity, involuted and uninflected. Carried along by the 
sheer pleasure of intuitive engraving, the lines he incised have a life of their own, as if 
done under water or with closed eyes. And indeed Hayter’s work after 1940 has a marine 
feelings, a sense of ocean depths (many of his prints are given water-related titles). As for 
the artist’s preoccupation with line and with degrees of transparency, we must recognize 
these qualities as unshakeably English. Roger Fry and Nikolaus Pevsner, among others, 
have pointed out that English pictorial art has a strong tendency towards the linear, or, 
conversely, a feeling for the atmospheric as against the concrete three-dimensional. 


But Hayter’s great reputation as a printmaker has tended to obscure the fact that he 
is equally a painter, and a painter in tune with the boldest ideas of his time, while, coin¬ 
cidentally, retaining his own strong identity. The Woman with Mirror of 1941 is already al¬ 
most indecipherable as figuration, except fora profile in a mirror. Broken areas of lumi¬ 
nous color are flatly treated and make up a compelling image in rich color. Oiseau Mouche 
(1945) and Clytemnaestra (1949) are even looser and more calligraphic in treatment. The 
latter painting, in its fresh brushing of delicate yellows, blues and reds, is another key 
work of the period, very much Hayterand very much in tune with the searching spirit of the 
time. In this connection the Ophelia of 1936, in its abstract imagery, is surprisingly similar 
to Gorky’s work of the same period, even to the same dense pigmentation. Neither artist 
could have seen the other’s work at the time. Could John Graham, who knew both and who 
shuttled between Paris and New York, have been the bridge? 

Hayter’s relationship to avant-garde American artists remains to be clarified. Other 
surrealists were exiled in the United States in the early 1940s—Breton, Matta, Masson, 
Tchelitchev, Seligmann, Tanguy and Ernst, and they undoubtedly transmitted an influence 
here. Yet Hayter seems to have fitted in most closely with the American outlook, as evi¬ 
denced not only by Gorky but by David Smith in his drawings up to the mid-1950s, and by 
both de Kooning and Pollock in their work of the mid-1940s. This common outlook did not 
lie in a mere surrenderto automatism, which was a staple feature of one wing of the sur¬ 
realists. It was a surrender to automatism while holding something primordial in mind, 
and while exercising classical linear control. Masson, to whom Hayter has been 
compared, is more emotional, less controlled, like Pollock. Bearing in mind, however, 
Pollock’s frequent association with Hayter from 1943 to 1950, and the fact that other avant- 
garde painters were aware of Hayter as an engraver if not as a painter, we must conclude 
that he is very much part of the American art tradition. 


Jacob Kainen 
May 1973 
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Biography 


1901 Born in Hackney, London 

1921 Obtained Honours Degree in Chemistry and Geology from Kings’ College. Carried 
out first experiments in gravure 

1922 Worked with Samuel Smiles. Joined the Anglo-lranian Oil Company and worked in 
Abadan, Iran, until 1925 

1926 Arrived in Paris and worked several months at the Academie Julian. Made first dry- 
points, woodcuts and aquatints 

1927 Founded Atelier 17 

1929 Miro, Arp and Tanguy begin work at Atelier 17 

1930 Publication of Paysages Urbains, a portfolio of six plates 

1932 Publication of Apocalypse, a portfolio of six plates with text by Georges Hugnet 

1933 Exhibited with Surrealist group; began association with Paul Eluard 

1934 First exhibition of Atelier 17 artists at Galerie Pierre, Paris and Leicester Gallery, 
London 

1936 Exhibited in Surrealist Exhibition, London 

1937 Travelled in Spain on invitation of Republican Government 

1939 Publication of Facile Proie, a portfolio of eight plates accompanying a poem by 
Eluard 


1940 Arrived in United States and taught at California School of Fine Arts, San Fran¬ 
cisco. Established Atelier 17 at the New School for Social Research, New York 

1943 Directed a course of gravure at Philadelphia Print Club and was named Laureat of 
Annual Prize 

1944 Exhibition of Atelier 17 at Museum of Modern Art, New York. Exhibition later cir¬ 
culated to major museums in the United States and duplicate show circulated by 
the State Department in countries of South America 

1945 Atelier 17 established in Greenwich Village 

1946 Returned to Paris and showed drawings and prints at Galerie Jeanne Bucher. 
Atelier 17 show at Leicester Galleries, London 

1947 Returned to United States and taught at the California School of Fine Arts, Art 
Institute in Chicago and Brooklyn College 

1949 Published New Ways of Gravure 

1950 Returned to Paris and reopened Atelier 17 there 

1951 Received Legion of Honour from French Government 

1955 Closed Atelier17 in New York 

1958 Represented Great Britain with William Scott and Kenneth Armitage at Venice 
Biennial. Won Liturgic Art Prize 

1959 Awarded Order of the British Empire 

1960 First prize at International Exhibition of Gravure in Tokyo 


1962 Published About Prints 

1966 Retrospective print exhibition at Musee Rath, Geneva 

1967 Retrospective print exhibition at Victoria and Albert Museum, London. Made Com- 
mandor of the British Empire and Chevalier de I’Ordre des Arts et Lettres by the 
French Government 

1969 Retrospective print exhibition at the Musee des Arts Decoratifs, Paris; National 
Collection of Fine Arts, Washington, D.C., and University Art Museum, Austin, 
Texas 

1972 Exhibition of paintings at Musee d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris. Received Grand 
Prix de la Ville de Paris 
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